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PROPOSITION

‘Consider the ethical 
implications before you 
share your results’  

PhD students are expected to submit 
a handful of propositions with their 
thesis. In this feature, they explain 
their most provocative proposition. 
This time, it’s the turn of Karine 
Kiragosyan, who got her PhD on 8 
April for her study on the removal of 
hydrogen sulphide gas from natural 
gas.

PhD student Karine Kiragosyan is all for 
discovering and sharing new technolo-
gies. But when she saw the first glow-in-
the-dark dogs produced with gene-editing 
techniques she was appalled. So her 
proposition is: ‘Researchers should con-
sider the social and ethical implications 
of their new developments.’

‘As a researcher, of course you are very excit-
ed when you develop something new. But 
we should be aware that people can abuse it 
and I think we have a responsibility in that 
respect. This became obvious to me after I 
had watched the Netflix series Unnatural  
Selection, in which a dog breeder uses 
gene-editing techniques to create glow-in-
the-dark puppies. 
Some techniques like CRISPR-Cas are 

quite straightforward, and you don’t 
need to be a scientist to be able to use 
them.  That worries me because that 
could easily spin out of control. I do un-

derstand that it is difficult for research-
ers to prevent this, and I am all for de-
veloping new techniques.  But I think it 
is important for your integrity as a re-
searcher to at least consider the broader 
picture and probable applications be-
fore making knowledge public. 
Sometimes it is good to hold back, at 
least until you have thought of a way to 

prevent abuse. Maybe a technique could 
be patented, for example, although 
that’s tricky too, since researchers work 
with many different parties and don’t 
have ownership of the techniques. 
I work in the field of environmental 
technology, so this example of genetic 
modification is not relevant here. But 
we have similar dilemmas. One example 
is the development of wind turbines to 
generate green energy. We know they 
are far from green, as the turbines are 
made of plastics and the materials are 
not reusable. As a researcher, knowing 
this and still working on it as a “green” 
energy source has ethical implications 
too.’  TL

Researchers have a 
responsibility themselves

WUR’s research on the effects of 
solar farms on the soil and the 
ecology has attracted a substan-
tial grant. 

The Netherlands Enterprise Agency 
(RVO) has allocated 3.6 million eu-
ros to the project SolarEcoPlus. 
WUR will collaborate on this pro-
ject with the Netherlands Organiza-
tion for Applied Scientific Research 
TNO, and the solar farm developer 
LC Energy. Among the solar farms 
to be studied is Nergena, the one 
planned on WUR land at the Dijk-
graaf. LC Energy aims to create a 
10-hectare solar farm there, in com-
bination with research.  
Solar parks are controversial. Their 
opponents point to their possible 
negative impact on the soil and veg-
etation. Because the panels shade 
the ground, it could dry out and 

vegetation could shrivel and die. 
‘But that is not research-based,’ 
says WUR project leader Friso van 
der Zee. ‘This grant enables us to 
research that. On the basis of the 
results, we expect to draw up design 
and management guidelines for 
improving the ecological quality of 
solar farms.’ 
To this end, solar farms created ac-
cording to different designs will be 
studied. Along with conventional 
designs, the project will also look at 
‘bifacial’ solar panels, which stand 
upright and capture sunlight on 
both sides. These panels are expect-
ed to score better on ecology, be-
cause they stand further apart. 

CAMERA TRAPS 
SolarEcoPlus consists of six solar 
farms on sandy, clay and marshy 
soils. One of these is the Nergena 

solar farm – if 
the plan goes 
ahead, that is. 
Ede Municipal 
Council still has 
to give the offi-
cial go-ahead, 
and there are 
doubts about 
whether that will 
happen. At an 
earlier stage, the 
plan was ap-
proved by a nar-
row majority of the municipality, 
and one member was absent. The 
decision is due soon.  
The ecological research focuses on 
a broad spectrum of biodiversity. 
Van der Zee explains that WUR 
has developed a monitoring proto-
col for the research. ‘One aspect of 
it is monitoring mammals using 

camera traps. Another is monitor-
ing changes in the soil quality, and 
we shall look at the effects on the 
chemical composition and fertility 
of the soil.’ The project will be im-
plemented over four years. WUR’s 
research will be funded to the tune 
of 1.2 million euros.   RK

GRANT FOR ECOLOGICAL STUDY OF SOLAR FARMS
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 �Protest in Ede to stop the Nergana solar park.


